INTRODUCTION
Fruit culture is an important industry in Brazil, one of the largest countries in fruit production, as showed in Table 1 ( FAO, 2002) . Brazil, due to its continental geographic dimensions, is also one of the most important centers of genetic diversity for several important tropical and subtropical fruits. developed by man.
In the remote past, genetic variability was exploited by simple intuition about the phenotypic aspects, and the selection was made according to the needs of the human being (Wet and Harlan, 1975) . Two types of ancestral genetic variability were presented by Giacometti and Ferreira (1987) Crop Breeding and Applied Biotechnology, v. 2, n. 4, p. 609-612, 2002 by Ferreira and Pinto (1998) .
For instance, the Brazilian domestication and genetic breeding of cashew nut plants have a good use of genetic variability, as presented in the work of Paiva et al. (1997) , following five steps. The first step was developed by the Brazilian Indians, who used to eat fresh cashew peduncles or use them to make beverages. The second period, from 1940 to 1950, coincides with the extraction of the nut shell oil and the industrial processing of the cashew peduncle. In the third period, from 1960 to 1970, big areas were planted with material from seeds and showed a large genetic variability in the orchards. In the fourth period, the material was selected and vegetatively propagated from the pre-established orchard via clonal and seedling plants, significantly increasing the yield. The last period, the clonal selection, was based on plant yield, fruit weight, disease and pest resistance and other important traits.
Fruit genetic variability
In Brazil there are several wild fruit species, mainly the ones from the Myrtaceae family, from the far southern -in the state of Rio Grande do Sul -up to the far northern in the state of Amazonas. Many wild fruit species grown naturally in the whole country and belong to the Myrtaceae, Annonaceae, Anacardiaceae, Bromeliaceae, Passifloraceae, Arecaceae, Caricaceae and Leguminosae families ( Table 2 ).
The importance of conservation and improvement of the wild species was emphasized by several researchers, who were involved for many years in the study and classification of native fruit species. Some of them are Giacometti and Ferreira (1987) , Giacometti (1993) , Coppens et al. (1998 ), Ferreira (1999 and others. These authors proved that through the breeding and management processes, these species could be commercially cultivated. They also showed the importance of the wild fruit species not only for human consumption but also for feeding birds and fish, as well as for timber production. of tropical and subtropical fruit tree species. Besides the BAGs, there are other germplasm collections, comprising a system of about 300 species and 10,574 accessions under conservation, including duplications (Table 3 ). All the materials are maintained in the field, except for a small collection of banana and pineapple germplasm which are kept "in vitro".
Fruit genebanks
Brazil has a strong program for the collection of native species, such as pineapples, cashews and passion fruits. Concerning exotic species, such as bananas, mangoes and citrus there is a good exchange program. The wild and exotic species were first introduced and put in an "ex situ" field collection. Morphological and molecular characterization, and evaluation of the most important tropical and subtropical fruit germplasm are being conducted in the active genebanks, and also at CENARGEN.
All the documentation of the material under conservation is regularly updated via a computerized system as part of the new Brazilian Genetic Resources Information System (SIBRARGEN), which is presently under development and soon will be accessed via Internet.
Both the research data and the pollen and vegetative material of the germplasm collection are freely used in the country breeding programs, and are also exchanged with other national and international research institutions. They are used for studies aiming at identifying traits associated with productivity and disease resistance. Tropical and subtropical fruits 
